This paper provides a series of critical reflections on the tensions involved in researching the 2 lives of military veterans. In particular, tensions arising when civilian researchers attempt to 3 speak on behalf of veterans, combined with problematic attempts to achieve an academic 4 'understanding' of veterans' lives generate concerns regarding the potential misrepresentation 5 of their unique experiences. Following recent examples in critical military studies, these 6 issues are brought to the fore through dialogue and critical debate with colleagues and 7 research participants. The paper first introduces a theoretical backdrop to the tensions being 8 debated. Following Gadamer, the concept of 'horizons of understanding' is then introduced to 9 suggest how we might usefully consider and addresses these tensions. Horizons comprise that 10 which we are able to understand based on prior knowing. It is argued that 'dialogical' 11 research constitutes one possible means of expanding our horizons in work with veterans. 12
Introduction 1
In this reflective essay, I grapple with a number of tensions implicated when civilian 2 researchers -like me 1 -get involved in research with military veterans. These tensions 3 primarily involve the philosophically and ethically challenging process of 'understanding ' 4 and producing 'knowledge' about the lives of veterans, coupled with the social and political 5 context in which academic research on veterans takes place. Indeed, processes of 6 understanding and of knowledge production are inseparable from the political realities of 7 both academic life and veterans' research and politics more widely (e.g., Flores, 2017) , which Smith & Phoenix, 2015a, 2015b) 2 . My purpose in offering a series of critical reflections in 14 this paper is to unpack some key tensions, and then to suggest how we might respond to them 15 in ways that push critical military studies, and veterans' research more generally, forward. participants in ways that are politically progressive; which highlight issues of politics and 1 power in the researcher-researched relationship and which seek to provide real utility to those 2 whose lives and issues are the subject of the research (e.g., Alcoff, 1991; Cornwall & Jewkes, 3 1995; Freire, 1970; Merton, 1972) . Reflexive accounts of military and veterans' research 4 have highlighted, for instance, how status differences such as veteran (insider) and civilian 5 (outsider) can influence processes of data collection and interpretation (Higate & Cameron, 6 2006) , and that designating somebody in the category of 'veteran' or 'civilian' typically 7 entails certain presumptions about the limits of knowledge they are capable of possessing 8 about veterans' experiences (MacLeish, 2016). As Castro (2016) argues, it is therefore 9 important to denaturalize these categories and their influence on research with the military. 10
Furthermore, critical reflexive work asserts that because research with veterans or the 11 military is always socially and politically located -at least to some extent -claims of 12 objectivity and value-neutrality in research do not hold, and that transparency, honesty and 13 openness are more appropriate values to strive for (Higate & Cameron, 2006; Walker, 2016) . 14 Accordingly, analysis of the conditions under which research is conducted is crucially 15 important to understanding the context of that research (Carreiras & Castro, 2016) . 16 
Such calls for reflexivity within military and veterans' research dovetail with efforts 17
to promote more dialogical forms of scholarship including the "necessity of engagement and 18 co-inquiry with research subjects" (Rech et al., 2015; p. 47) . A need to engage more 19 collaboratively with veterans partly derives from the recognition that there is a complex 20 politics regarding claims to 'knowledge' about veterans' experiences made by researchers, 21 policy makers, and the media (Bulmer & Jackson, 2016) . As Caddick and Smith (2017) 22
argued, "Various cultural narratives circulating in the press, among veterans' charities, in 23 government, and among veterans themselves make competing claims to tell the truth about 24 veterans' lives and experiences post-conflict." (Caddick & Smith, 2017; p. 26) . Within this 25 2012). Indeed, veterans' issues have become a source of political capital by successive 1 governments aiming to address negative press coverage regarding the condition of ex-2 services personnel (Dandeker et al., 2006) . There is therefore much to be gained -both 3 symbolically and economically -from being seen to represent the interests of veterans. As a 4 result, veterans are often talked for and about by various interested parties (e.g., charities, 5 academics, media, policy-makers) proclaiming to speak on their behalf and thus, potentially, 6 offering up secondhand truths about their lives. uncomfortable tensions arise when veterans are talked about by others, with particular 9 caution due over "the idea of having academic mastery over the story we tell with other 10 people's stories". These authors cite Alcoff (1991) who writes of "the problem of speaking 11 for others". Alcoff warns that: 12
As philosophers and social theorists we are authorized by virtue of our academic 13 positions to develop theories that express and encompass the ideas, needs, and goals 14 of others. However, we must begin to ask ourselves whether this is a legitimate 15 authority. Is the discursive practice of speaking for others ever a valid practice, and, if 16 so, what are the criteria for validity? In particular, is it ever valid to speak for others 17 who are unlike me or who are less privileged than me? (p. 7) 18
The uncomfortable tensions arising from this problem relate not only to the 'imperialist' 19 dilemma of claiming academic mastery over others' stories, but also to the dangers of 20 misrepresenting the other. Misrepresentations occur, for example, when clumsy categories 21 like 'hero' and 'victim' -categories which subsume and obscure the complex realities of 22
veterans' lives and experiences -are perpetuated by various sources (Bulmer & Jackson, 23 2016) . Importantly, misrepresentations can lead to misguided generalizations about 'veterans' 24 which harm their collective image and identity. One example is the widespread belief among 1 the British public that it is common or very common for members of the Armed Forces to 2 suffer some form of physical, emotional, or mental health problem as a result of their service 3 (Ashcroft, 2014) . The danger of misrepresentation exists in part because of the social location 4 of those who speak on behalf of others and the "growing recognition that where one speaks 5 from affects the meaning and truth of what one says, and thus that one cannot assume an 6 ability to transcend one's location" (Alcoff, 1991; p. 6-7) . That is, those who speak from 7 positions of power -and who thereby claim authority to define the realities of those they 8 speak of -may speak quite differently from those groups or individuals themselves. 9
Moreover, the danger of misrepresentation also exists because in speaking for or 10 about others, one typically claims to have understood something about them. For academics, 11
we speak based upon the understanding we claim to have generated through studying 12 people's experiences in depth and detail. Such understanding is usually considered a 13 necessary prelude to communicating our 'findings' and the resultant knowledge to (largely 14 academic) audiences. Indeed, it frequently forms the basis of our research questions; to better 15 understand the experience of 'x'. Following Bulmer and Jackson (2016), I want to challenge 16 this notion of academic understanding and to question what is the status of the knowledge 17 that we, as civilian academics and researchers, claim to possess about veterans who 18 participate in our research studies ? 19 In questioning traditional modes of academic 'understanding' and knowledge 20 production, my intention is certainly not to suggest that all such efforts at understanding are 21 fundamentally flawed and prone to misrepresentations. Indeed, other authors have strongly 22 critiqued the assumption that an 'impossibility' of understanding military experiences 23 generally, or war in particular, prevents any non-military person from intelligibly discussing 24 such matters (Dyvik, 2016; MacLeish, 2016 MacLeish argues, amount to an "abdication of responsibility" (p. 228); since the politics of 7 knowing veterans' experiences shuts 'us' out, 'we' need not concern ourselves with them. 8
Yet, certain elements of veterans' experiences seem to resist understanding and 9 academic interpretation in ways that make communicating these experiences to a wider 10 public profoundly difficult (Dyvik, 2016) . Claiming glibly to have 'understood' veterans' 11 experiences without acknowledging this difficulty might therefore seem a fairly reliable way 12 of reproducing misunderstandings of veterans' lives. In order to illustrate the tensions 13
involved, the following example shows how I first encountered the problem of understanding 14 and representing veterans' experiences during my doctoral research project. The extract 15 below is from an email exchange I had with one of the veterans (I will call him "Eric") who 16 participated in this research. Eric was a member of a surfing charity for veterans experiencing 17 post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). As part of the research which sought to explore the 18 effects of surfing in veterans' lives, I interviewed Eric on a number of occasions about his 19 experiences of surfing, of being around other war veterans in the group, and the continuing 20 effects of PTSD on his life. The extract comes as part of an email exchange that Eric and I 21 engaged in following this research regarding the issues I have been discussing in this paper: 22 I think the problem for anyone who hasn't been involved in the killing and death side 23 of war is you cannot comprehend the rawness of the emotions, every sensory part of 24 you is heightened and the results of your actions feel exacerbated even if they are not. 25
Even talking about it I talk as if it happened to someone else, a subject to be studied. 1
You cannot believe how weak and vulnerable you feel when it's you that is the topic 2 of the conversation. I also think that because I'm not only a veteran but a Desert Rat 3 of the First Gulf war that we have an added incentive to feel vulnerable because we 4 were test subjects; given immunizations (they couldn't test on animals in the theatre of 5 war) that caused health problems, veterans to commit suicide, to become homeless, to 6 be imprisoned and to kill. Trust me we have believed ourselves to be mad and that is 7 why we've become 'damaged goods'; because neither they nor us can ever take it 8 back. The permanency of it is overwhelming at times. It's 22 years since my last 9
combat and I can smell of every detail of it. I loathe it and miss it at the same time. Gadamer's theory of hermeneutic experience, horizons refer to our range of 'vision' that 6 includes everything that can be 'seen' from our own particular and unique vantage point upon 7 the world. Horizons comprise all that which we feel we already know and believe. 8
Conversely, anything unknown to us or outside our particular beliefs and comprehensions lies 9 beyond our horizons. Our horizons are shaped by our accumulated previous life experiences. 10 According to Gadamer, all understanding thus has an historical character (our 'historically-11 effected consciousness'), such that we prefigure and pre-judge all new situations we 12 encounter based on our prior life experiences. Experience and understanding are therefore means by which we attempt to imagine others' lives and engage with their perspectives 13 (Smith, 2008) . Empathy, however, can be tricky. As Duncanson (2013) argues in her study of 14 soldiers' narratives from Iraq and Afghanistan, empathy is not "some sort of warm, fluffy 15 feeling" and that "empathizing with others leads to self-reflection and self-doubt, which is not 16 always a comfortable feeling" (p. 118). Moreover, empathy involves an imaginative 17 projection into others' lives which entails further practical and ethical challenges (Smith, 18
2008). As Smith (2008) explains: 19
Our capacity for imaginative projection can play an important part in understanding 20 others and thus expanding our ethical horizons. It should also be made clear, lest a 21 dualism is created, that imagining other lives is not in principle impossible. Foremost among such challenges is precisely the fact that empathy -whilst playing a role in 1 expanding our horizons -is also limited and constrained by these horizons. We cannot, by 2 virtue of our own embodied location, transcend our flesh and bones to experience the 3 "rawness of emotions" Eric refers to (Smith, 2008) . when I began discussing and sharing my research with them. It is as if we were, as Bulmer 24 and Jackson (2016; p. 27) put it "strangers who are trying to cross a gulf in understanding". 25
This works both ways: a number of veterans both within and beyond the research I conducted 1 have told me that civilian life seems strange and alienating, and that they feel deeply 2 unfamiliar with the 'rules' of 'civvy street' (see Cooper et al., 2017) . Given that the stated 3 aims of research are commonly to 'enhance understanding' of this or that phenomenon or 4 group of people, how might we conduct such research when civilian and veteran horizons 5 seem so divergent? Gadamer (1960/2012) wrote of a 'fusion' of horizons, whereby new 6 encounters call upon us to test our prejudices 4 and cause our horizons to move towards -to 7
'fuse with' -those of another, resulting in mutual understanding. Yet, given the often-stated 8 ineffability of war, or the unknowable dimensions of combat and traumatic experiences 9 The conversation presented thus far highlights a number of conditions under which dialogue 35 is likely to flourish: a greater contextual understanding of veterans' 'issues', a steer away 36 from 'pathologization', greater transparency with regard to research 'agendas', and a broader 37 commitment to reflexivity among military and veteran studies researchers 7 . For these 1 conditions to prevail, a number of monological forces working against them must be 2 contested. For instance, the politicization of veterans and their 'issues' in British society in 3 the wake of Iraq and Afghanistan has, arguably, served to entrench dominant public 4 narratives about veterans as 'damaged' or 'damaged heroes', and as social problems in need 5 of fixing (Bulmer & Jackson, 2016) . Reifying the pathologizing narrative therefore makes it 6 easy for researchers to attract funding in support of projects designed 'to support our brave 7 ex-servicemen', but it also crowds out alternative stories 8 and stifles dialogue. Moreover, the 8 effects which these stories -as 'actors' (Frank, 2010) -are having on the social position of 9 veterans are not considered in the research that replicates and reinforces them. Despite the 10 increasing visibility of veterans in society, the horizons through which we collectively 11 interpret them thus become narrowed. 12
Furthermore, monological forces currently sweeping through academia -both in 13
Britain and elsewhere (e.g., Davies, 2005 ; in an Australian context) -could mitigate against 14 the possibilities for dialogue. As our conversation continued: 15 Nick: The thought occurs to me that in all of the work that we do, we're supposed to 16 be championing how good it is, how authoritative it is, etc., so that we can be judged 17 as world-leading and internationally excellent in terms of the REF 9 . So because 18 there's that emphasis, we have to promote ourselves as the experts, and as the 19 possessors of authoritative knowledge on the subject. Whereas maybe that's not 20 necessarily compatible with actually being more honest about what it is that we don't 21 know. 22
Alex: No, and the problem is -I'm not saying 'be all things to all people', but equally 23 you can fool some of the people some of the time but you can't fool all the people all 24 the time. I think honesty is important. And [small sigh], the problem is in society 25 7 It is notable that reflexive attention to researchers' own positions has emanated predominantly from scholars adopting a critical stance toward military studies, rather than from 'mainstream' military sociology, psychology, and other disciplines. 8 Counter-narratives provide a potential means of disrupting the dominant perspective. Possible counternarratives include veterans as activists (Flores, 2017) And it's a tightrope between admitting your own lack of knowledge in order to 6 engender empathy with perhaps a certain audience, so that one doesn't appear to be 7 talking down and talking about -rather than talking for . . . practices, opportunities for longer-term reflection and dialogic engagement with participants 7 are typically curtailed in favour of work that is 'quick and clean', which offers rapid solutions 8 and leads to 'impact'. 9
Linked with the above, the impact agenda 10 has encouraged (or perhaps forced) a 10 particular mode of public engagement which sits uneasily with dialogic principles, especially 11 with regard to military and veterans' studies. For instance, demonstration of 'impact' 12 arguably requires academics to present themselves in public and in the media as authoritative 13 knowledge possessors and as 'experts'. Expert appearances by academics are, in turn, good 14 for business in the corporatized university with its exposure-hungry press offices. Academics 15 benefit from this by bolstering their academic capital and increasing the visibility of their 16 own brand image (Arnoldi, 2007) . Numerous academics have, however, warned of the risks 17 of the "burgeoning public orientation of academic discourse" (Rowe & Brass, 2008 ; p. 687), 18 including a propensity for the media to distort rather than mediate knowledge, to elevate 19 opinion into analysis, and the challenge of presenting complex arguments whilst constrained 20 to short contributions and 'sound-bites' (LSE, 2014; Orr, 2010). Each of these challenges, 21
Orr (2010; p. 29) claims, are "anathema to the academic desire for reflection, depth and 22 expert nuance" which academics value and which genuine dialogue requires. Paradoxically, 23 then, public 'engagement' in these circumstances tends rather to mean didactic, passive 24 engagement with academics as the tutors. The problem of speaking for others (Alcoff, 1991 ) 1 is thus unrecognized, and academics can easily 'finalize' veterans by funnelling them into 2 familiar, preordained categories. dialogue. To illustrate this, consider Eric's response to reading an early draft of this paper: 24 I was fascinated reading the academic detail and what you were attempting to do. I 1 appreciated it but I was still aware I was a test subject . . . and a mentor of sorts trying 2 to inform an outsider how it feels to witness and commit savage and barbaric acts in 3 this civilized world of ours. But I know if you look deep into the cracks the world is 4 only ever one step away from falling into chaos due to the people who control it. The 5
Pit is always there and human nature is our own worst enemy. I read that academics 6 reflect on how they can witness veterans' lives and interact with them to better 7 understand their experiences. In some ways I applaud you and in others I can't help 8 but think it's futile. There is an element of trust that has to be given in order to convey 9 an experience. In my experience when I've spoken with other veterans there is an 10 understood brotherhood and trust is automatic. We know we've been to bad places 11 and done bad things and that's a given. We don't question it we don't probe it. We just 12
are. But there are things deep inside we will never say, not to anybody. Relatedly, empathic dialogue also does not mean arbitrarily nominating someone as 7 representative of the other. In presenting Eric's testimony above, I make no presumption that 8 he speaks on behalf of all veterans. Indeed, it is vitally important to seek a dialogue with a 9 broad range of individuals (Duncanson, 2013) . As such, it is also necessary to acknowledge 10 that the veteran 'community' is a large and heterogeneous one, and that given the diversity of 11 views and experiences, empathic dialogue is likely to be a slow and challenging (but 12 necessary) process. Researchers can also practice dialogue as a form of analysis (Frank, 2010 (Frank, , 2012 counter-stories (Douglas & Carless, 2015) . Unlike monological research conducted on 6 veterans, a dialogical narrative approach seeks to amplify veterans' voices, placing these 7 voices at the heart of the research. This is not to advocate that veterans should have a 8 privileged say or allow them to become the sole arbiters of truth. Indeed, we must remain 9 critical of stories we find troubling, such as those which might uncritically promote or excuse 10 a militarist perspective. As one example of a dialogical narrative approach, our previous Furthermore, we may view the entire process of research and dissemination as an 8 expanded form of dialogue, for example by communicating our research more effectively to 9 the audiences we seek to engage (particularly those for whom knowledge is created) in more 10 accessible and engaging ways, and then inviting responses from these audiences. As Frank 11 
Concluding thoughts 21
Building on previous work exploring the reflexive dimension of military and veterans ' 22 research, this paper has argued the case for a more open, democratic and dialogical approach 23 to working with veteran participants. Such an approach has much to offer critical military 24 studies, particularly an awareness of the research process as broadening our horizons rather 1 than straightforwardly 'understanding' others' lives and problematically claiming 2 authoritative knowledge about them. As Alcoff (1991) put it: 3
We should strive to create wherever possible the conditions for dialogue and the 4 practice of speaking with and to rather than speaking for others. If the dangers of 5 speaking for others result from the possibility of misrepresentation, expanding one's 6 own authority and privilege, and a generally imperialist speaking ritual, then speaking 7 with and to can lessen these dangers. (p. 23) 8
In order to create the conditions for pursuing dialogical research, strategies are required for 9 tackling the numerous challenges outlined in this article which mitigate against dialogical 10 possibilities. Several possible strategies are worth noting in conclusion. One option, as 11 
